"Nikutai no shinkyoku" (The divine comedy of the body, 1937) tells the story of Shigeko, an overweight young woman who leaves her home in Tokyo to undergo a rigorous diet and exercise regimen in a remote mountain village. Although she does not achieve significant results, she attains self-acceptance, and the positive resignification of her body is endorsed by her family, friends, and a marriage proposal from a man in love with her physique.
In the pages that follow, I interpret "The Divine Comedy of the Body" within the context of the late 1930s, highlighting the intricate connection between female body and nation. I present a new analysis of this story by focusing on issues of health and disease, critical motifs overlooked in scholarship to date. 5 By examining Shigeko's body through nationally promoted ideas of physical fitness, eugenics, health, and reproduction, I
illuminate the text's multilayered complexity. This story responds critically to concerns of the times by questioning the relationship between the individual and the social body, and, furthermore, by revealing the instability of interpretation itself in the swiftly changing landscape of late 1930s Japan.
The Meaning of Excess Flesh
As a student in higher girls' school, Shigeko was featured in magazines as one of the "beautiful young ladies" of Tokyo, but after a sudden weight gain, she describes herself as "drowning in a flood of flesh." 6 When the story opens, she is going to school on the day of her brother's wedding, so as to spend as little time as possible with relatives certain to comment on her appearance. Although she tries to escape from the gaze of others, which is both censorious and jeering, eyes are everywhere: at home, on the train, and at school.
Even her schoolmates tease her, saying that she will be the next to marry, and laughing in unison when one of them says that Shigeko will make an "energetic bride" (ōsei na hanayome, 289). The word "ōsei" can have a positive meaning, as energetic or full of vitality, but as Shigeko interprets it, the word connotes something shameful, signifying excess associated with the flesh, bringing to her mind phrases such as "excessive appetite"
(ōsei na shokuyoku) and "lusty XX······" (ōsei na XX······)-the censored "XX" presumably representing the word seiyoku (sexual desire) (290). flesh is associated with insatiability and conveys "moral or personal inadequacy, or lack of will." 8 Her sister constantly laments that "before this, she [Shigeko] used to be a really thin, nice girl (ii ko)" (283). Although Shigeko is the same person as before, for society her weight gain connotes a lack of control and moral failure. Despite her virginal state, her overabundant flesh is not "nice"; Shigeko's excessive weight and its association with shameful appetites mark her "abnormality" (ijōsa, 284).
Although critics have overlooked this motif, Shigeko's "fat" (shibō) or "extra flesh"
(zeiniku) is also clearly framed here in terms of disease. It is not absolutely clear why Shigeko suddenly puts on weight, but it occurs during her recovery from a serious bout of colitis (284). The weight gain is not presented as a turn toward health, but rather as something negative and "excessive" (kajō, 284). Her father, a medical doctor, diagnoses it as being the result of a female hormonal imbalance and gives her multiple hormone shots, to no avail. She then goes on a diet regimen that makes her hungry and anxious but yields no visible results. Shigeko is literally surrounded by disease; not only is her father's medical practice located within the home, but family members who live under the same roof are also "ill." Her younger brother has been mentally disabled for several years due to meningitis, and her second older brother (Takurō, the groom to be) is a medical doctor but is himself sickly. It is also explained that her eldest brother and sister-in-law do not have children because of the wife's past as a geisha-in-training (hangyoku, 296),
implying that their inability to reproduce derives from "diseased" associations with the demimonde. 9 Shigeko's excess flesh further emphasizes her and her family's deviation from the healthful norm.
Since the Meiji period (1868-1912), the individual female body and the social/ national body were imagined as being integrally linked. In an 1897 treatise, the pioneer female educator Miwata Masako (1843 Masako ( -1927 suggests that Japanese women must be nurtured through "virtue education" (tokuiku), "knowledge education" (chiiku), "body education" (taiiku), and "beauty education" (biiku); she comments that a healthy body is important for women, not only as the foundation for personal happiness and filial responsibility, but as the means to create healthy people who will "help the fate of the nation/ national subjects (kokumin)." This ideal of the healthy female body is necessarily associated with purity; sexuality is contained, expressed only through the function of reproduction.
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With the development of mass media, such ideas were widely disseminated, and the government further emphasized physical fitness and health as a key to the future of the nation.
Ideas about eugenics also became part of the everyday landscape: the first eugenicmarriage counseling centers (yūsei kekkon sōdanjo) opened in 1927, and an annual national contest to determine "the most healthy, eugenically fit children in Japan"
(Nippon ichi no kenkō yūryōji) started in 1930, sponsored by the Ministry of Education and newspaper companies. The creation of healthy national subjects through eugenic marriage practices, physical fitness, and motherhood protection was promoted at all levels of society. Throughout the 1930s, especially after the start of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937, the connection between the individual body and the national body became even more clearly defined. With the emergence of new campaigns, laws, policies, and political institutions, the healthy body became specifically determined by a "superior" physique, physical fitness/stamina, lack of disease, and "good blood" able to buttress the nation. For women, health additionally signified the ability to reproduce such superior children. Being a healthy individual was not a personal matter but a critical part of one's obligation to the nation.
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As a work published in 1937, "The Divine Comedy of the Body" highlights Shigeko as a failure, someone unable to live up to this obligation. Self-conscious about her appearance, she refuses to marry and thus has no prospects of becoming a mother. Her corpulent yet non-maternal body is also associated with her inactive urban, middle-class lifestyle. After graduation her daily life is spent entirely indoors, sleeping or being sedentary, and her only activity is reading, particularly the latest publications on women's physical issues. In hopes of changing her body, Shigeko asks her parents to send her to the home of distant relatives in the Gifu countryside (inaka, 297) so she can experience an active life in the mountains. 12 This desire to "return to nature" and rebuild the body and spirit through physical activity in the wilderness echoes the German wandervogel movement introduced to Japan in the mid-1920s. 13 The "recreation movement" (kōsei undō) and "healthy subjects movement" (kenmin undō), promoted by the government beginning in 1938 and 1942, respectively, took their cues from fascist Germany and Italy in creating healthy bodies for the nation through various means, including wholesome recreation, exercise, stamina-building, and public health initiatives. 14 But by the early 1930s, even before the establishment of these government movements, exercise and physical activity involving the outdoors (such as hiking, walking, biking, skiing) were viewed as ways to develop both individual and national potential. 15 Okamoto notes, in an essay entitled "Taiiku" (Physical exercise) in her 1934 Bukkyō dokuhon (Buddhism reader), that "the call of 'Return to nature, return to nature'" used to be a well-used mantra, but now "the young men and women of today actively practice this, instead of just declaring it." 16 The bizarre content of Shigeko's exercise regimen in the mountains questions the meaning of health and physical/human progress. After establishing herself in the home of her relatives, she begins a rigid daily workout routine that entails climbing a mountain, then spending time there running and jumping on all fours, like an animal. She follows instructions for these exercises from a book on "scientific natural exercise" (kagakuteki shizen undō, 335) written by an Austrian health specialist. According to this specialist, the human body reached its peak during the ancient Greek and Roman periods and has "degenerated" (taika, 335) since then because it is difficult for it to function correctly while walking upright. The modern man thus needs to incorporate animal-like movements in order to recover from various ailments (neuralgia, rheumatism, digestive and heart diseases, as well as "unnecessary excessive weight," 336). It is unclear whether these exercises or the book have any basis in reality (in the essay "Physical Exercise," Okamoto claims to have seen these exercises performed in Vienna) 17 or whether they are entirely the product of Okamoto's imagination; in either case, they function within the story to cast doubt on the idea of physical health and progress being achieved through nature and a natural state of being.
Walking on all fours is clearly untenable as a sustained practice in human society, urban or otherwise. Yet ironically, such unnatural movements are here touted as healthful and scientifically natural. If the return-to-nature ideal consists of a turn away from modernity and urban ills, then the desire to move like an animal reflects this logic taken to the extreme: not only does one need to enter the wilderness, but one must turn back evolutionary progress to embrace a lost past. Shigeko works very hard to retrieve her slim body, considered natural and healthy, and at first gains muscle, a tanned complexion, and increased stamina. But despite some weight loss, this daily routine does not transform her body, and, in combination with her dieting, ultimately makes her "weak and inactive," unable to move for hours (377). Her fat, presented as a part of urban inactivity, excess, and disease, has not disappeared by the end of her stay in the rural outdoors. By showing this failure, the text questions the idea of being cured through a return to a "natural" state, and also rejects the view that Shigeko's weight is something that requires treatment. In this natural, rural space, her body refuses to correct itself and even takes on additional meanings.
The Body in Rural "Natural" Space
The episodes in Gifu show that, despite the image of rural space as a restorative, this supposedly uncorrupted place also faces the problems of modernity as a part of the nation-state. The countryside is not idyllic or completely isolated; it, too, has experienced changes with respect to economic practices, farming traditions, and infrastructure. Indeed, even here the villagers are connected to the nation through state-organized structures such as shojokai-groups created to provide edification to unmarried women between the ages of 12 and 25-and mandatory military service for men. 18 Shigeko arrives in the village eager to re-create herself, and initially experiences a sense of renewal in her encounter with "nature" (shizen, 319). She quickly discovers, however, that this is not the "completely different world" (297) she thought it was. Even here she remains the subject of an objectifying gaze, trapped by her flesh, and under constant surveillance by others.
In these sections of the story, she encounters various men associated with nature who provide different interpretations of her body. Iguchi, a type of wild (natural) man, is Shigeko's counterpoint, an extremely gaunt figure who has conquered a life-threatening lung disease by living alone in the mountains for two years, surviving on nothing but wild vegetation. 19 This ascetic way of life has restored him to health, but he has at the same time become unable to live within human society, returning only occasionally to the village. The advice Iguchi gives Shigeko for weight loss (avoidance of all regular food and salt) is impractical, if not dangerous. Shigeko tries living mainly on plants found in the mountains, which leads to some weight loss but also makes her experience "stomach problems, difficulty in breathing, and involuntary shaking of the body due to decreased stamina" (377). Iguchi's recommended "cure" is untenable, yet from his perspective, Shigeko's persistent flesh and failed diet symbolize her inability to free herself from modern civilization, and he looks on her "enlarged, obese body quietly, as if expressing pity" (370). Shigeko's body is again underscored as being a failure and as something that is out of control.
Kansuke, another wild (natural) man, offers a more positive view of Shigeko's body, yet this perspective creates a conflict among the villagers that ultimately makes Shigeko return to Tokyo. Kansuke used to be a healthy person, an independent researcher of medicinal plants. Afraid that military service would disrupt his experiments, he prayed to a local shrine so that he would fail his physical examinations for conscription. He passed, however, and as a result he desecrated the shrine in anger and fell from its stone steps; the villagers believe he was divinely punished because he subsequently became "sick in the head" and unable to see clearly. This thin, pale man is called "Kansuke the praying mantis" (kamakiri no Kansuke, 342) because he is always waving his hands in front of his eyes to get rid of the cloudiness in his vision. This character, ostracized for his refusal to serve the nation, for sacrilegious actions as well as physical and mental illness, sees
Shigeko as a virginal goddess with an impressive physical presence and becomes her devoted follower.
Kansuke seeks Shigeko out on the mountain and offers her plants to eat; he even hides himself in a watchtower to view her daily exercises. He is attacked by villagers for his refusal to keep out of the area and leave Shigeko alone. These fights between him and the local men lead to injuries and, it is suggested, even death. Kansuke worships Shigeko and her body as divine-that is, as a curative source that will heal his pains and give him support. His admiration does Shigeko herself no good, however, because his voyeuristic and cloudy gaze allows her no agency or will. 20 Although the idea of superhuman power may be preferable to labels such as abnormality, sickness, or excess sexuality, his objectifying view of Shigeko does not allow her to create her own identity. Ultimately, she comes to hate her body even more, as a source of discord in the village and as "the flesh of the devil" (359).
Shigeko's identity takes on various meanings in the countryside, but all these interpretations are based on her outer appearance, and none is of her own making. For her Gifu relatives, her body is associated with the ample nutrition and comfortable lifestyle one can enjoy in Tokyo. In Kansuke's sick vision, Shigeko's fleshy body shows that she is a living deity, an alternative to the state/local religion that has failed him; instead, she
represents someone who will correct his status as a pariah in the community. Other villagers view her body as a curiosity, a source of excitement and sexual rumors. In the end, Shigeko leaves the village, having "failed in the hopes she had for the countryside"
(384). She does not achieve significant success in her weight loss despite becoming more physically active, eating a "natural" plant diet, and pursuing a regimen of "scientific natural exercises." She is unable to become free of her flesh, both physically and emotionally, and cannot escape the negative meaning it gives to her identity.
Reinventing the Flesh in the City
It is only after returning to the city that Shigeko has an epiphany about her body. Her second elder brother, Takurō, now emaciated from disease and on his deathbed, tells her that it is "sacrilegious" (387) for her to try to lose weight because it is a "divine gift," an "excess" that will serve her well (386). Her "eyes were opened for the first time to this new idea" (387), and she begins to put her body to productive use, becoming an important worker in the family medical practice and giving care to Takurō. She returns to school for a reunion event, and there, too, her body is no longer seen as an embarrassment or abnormality. Rather, former schoolmates who have all faced problems or disappointments after graduation now view Shigeko's "fat" as a wholesome, unifying source of energy: "Our power! The flourishing flesh!" (391). As women whose spirits have become "deflated" (391) through real-life experience, they all swarm around Shigeko, touching her body as though trying to regain a sense of innocence, purity, and power for themselves.
And in a final surprising turn of events, Shigeko's friend brings her a desirable marriage proposal from a man Shigeko knows by sight, a man who used to take the same train with her when she was a student. Her friend explains that he is a professor at a university, in love with Shigeko and eager to "add vital power (utsubotsu to shita chikara)
to his bloodline (kettō) by marrying someone fat and energetic like you" (395).
The ending of the story seems to suggest that Shigeko will accept the proposal and this positive rewriting of her body. Thus it seems that her real identity as inherently natural and powerful has been revealed, for the repeated notion of "vital power" corresponds very neatly with Shigeko's name, written with the kanji character for "growth" (shigeru), which is associated with flourishing vegetation. Shigeko arrives at her true self not by focusing on "altering her physical appearance" but by accepting "all of herself" in a "natural" manner (387). Instead of an artificial immersion in the countryside, it is an acceptance of her "excess" that leads to her self-discovery and successful path to marriage and reproduction.
If Okamoto is framing her story in light of Dante Alighieri's Divina Commedia, then the ending of "The Divine Comedy of the Body," at least on the surface, appears to be a triumphant moment. 21 Shigeko moves through different spaces to attain the truth about her body, in a homage to Dante's travels through hell, purgatory, and paradise that culminate in his vision of God's mystery and love. In Okamoto's text, Shigeko achieves, through her travails/travels, a new view of her body and self-identity.
For feminist critic Urushida Kazuyo, this story shows a positive female selfacceptance that rejects body conformity. 22 In contrast, Kondō Hanako, another researcher who has written one of the few articles focusing on this work, suggests that on the surface this ending may seem to show Shigeko's "acceptance of herself 'as is' . . . and attainment of confidence and freedom," but that it also reveals "the difficulty of her escaping from then-contemporary state policies," that is, the "eugenic movement" (yūsei undō) and "encouragement to give birth in greater numbers" (tasan no shōrei 
Reconfiguring Flesh in a (Non-) Eugenic Marriage
"The Divine Comedy of the Body" ends extremely abruptly with Shigeko's thoughts on the marriage proposal: "So that's how it is after all, Shigeko thought. And she thought how very unsurprising (shigoku tōzen) it was" (395). This is in stark contrast to the overall lush, meandering narrative style of the text, which, to borrow Patricia Parker's notion of "dilation," directly reflects the expansive body of the female protagonist. 24 The entire work overflows with detailed descriptions, detours into stories involving minor characters, and in-depth presentations of Shigeko's internal thoughts and feelings. Yet this leisurely, rich style is cut short by Shigeko's awkward, briefly stated acceptance of events. This sudden curtailment of the wandering, free prose highlights the ending as forced and unsatisfactory.
On the surface, Shigeko appears to accept the rewriting of her body as a source of "vital power" that can transform a sickly bloodline. But is this simply an "unsurprising" conclusion, in which late 1930s values of eugenic marriage and reproductive ability redeem the heavyset female body?
By the late 1930s, readers of Okamoto's story would certainly have been familiar with the state-endorsed idea of improving both the quantity and quality of the Japanese people. Eugenic concepts had been widely disseminated not only in academic contexts but also in the popular press, and eugenic-marriage counseling centers were to be found in prominent places such as department stores. 25 In such a context, the proposed union between Shigeko and her mysterious suitor actually deviates from recommended eugenic
practices. An important basis for eugenic marriage was to choose a healthy partner without hereditary illness, but Shigeko's association with disease still looms large, particularly with respect to her family. After she returns to the city, the family-body literally disintegrates.
Her brother Takurō, who was to carry on the family medical practice, dies from what appears to be lung disease (often considered then to be hereditary); the parents prepare for retirement while deciding where their mentally disabled son should go; the eldest son and wife begin to save money to leave the house; and the employees of the family medical practice look for other jobs, predicting that the building will be sold. This deterioration of the family (and lack of an heir) reminds readers of the signification of Shigeko's body as diseased (colitis; hormone imbalance) despite her outward appearance of health. The suitor's family is also depicted in undesirable terms, because "everyone is thin and weak" (394). In terms of eugenic values, this union appears rash and problematic.
Furthermore, the marriages of Shigeko's brothers, all initiated by individual choice,
have not been models of success. As discussed earlier, the eldest ran off with a geishain-training and the couple is unable to reproduce. Also, Takurō's wife has left him soon 
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On one level, then, the slapdash way in which this proposal is used to elevate Shigeko's body as a future vehicle of reproduction serves to highlight contemporary tensions within eugenic goals for the state. The fighting in China that began in July 1937 marked the beginning of Japan's engagement in full-scale war on the continent, and as it continued, eugenic principles to improve "quality" more or less took a back seat to the need for "quantity"-that is, population growth. 27 Although ideals aimed at eradicating disease and "inferior" stock were further developed in the 1940s, laws, policies, and campaigns pertaining to "superior" reproduction mainly focused on increasing the Japanese population and were not consistent in terms of carrying out strict eugenic practices. to increase the healthy population. 28 As historian Ogino Miho notes, in terms of numbers, actual sterilization for eugenic purposes was quite low and thus the law, together with the "Outline for Establishing Population Growth Policy," functioned mainly as a means to prevent birth control. 29 These eugenic laws and policies only took effect several years after the publication of Okamoto's story, but there were debates about eugenic ideology throughout the late 1930s. Thus the assumption that Shigeko's appearance signifies fecundity and health, and also the haphazard manner in which the marriage proposal is endorsed, can be read as referring to the growing discussions and inconsistencies within contemporary eugenic discourse.
The most important aspect of the story's ending, however, is that it underscores the lack of a clear determination about Shigeko's body: is it healthy or diseased, pure or abnormal, better or worse than before, or changed in essence at all? Throughout the story, Shigeko is given a series of opposing labels for her body: illness versus health, excess emotion or desire versus purity and innocence, urban inactivity versus natural activity, progress versus degeneration, divine versus mundane, power versus powerlessness, and ideal (or not ideal) vessel for reproduction. Kondō's analysis suggests that "the wavering meaning of fat" 30 ultimately stabilizes, as late 1930s values of eugenics and reproduction take over. However, I argue that the ambiguity of this body remains to the end, its opacity heightened by the presentation of an ideal/not-ideal eugenic marriage, and by Shigeko's elusive exit from the story before any concrete resolution can be achieved.
It is clear from Okamoto's other works that she frequently wrote about motherhood because it was a popular and desirable concept during the 1930s. By praising a valued wartime female identity in her fiction, she was also able to carry out her project of self- (ultimately an inadequate marker for identity) remains nothing more than an opaque sign that is given various meanings, one after another.
In the context of the times, perhaps it is not so surprising that Shigeko's suitor views her fleshy body as signifying health, purity, and fecundity. This is in part due to the 1930s promotion of robust "healthful beauty" (kenkō bi) in contrast to the willowy "tubercular beauties" (kekkaku bijin) drawn by artists such as Takehisa Yumeji (1884 Yumeji ( -1934 . 32 Yet this understanding of Shigeko's body is much too simple, since her flesh does not essentially change from the beginning to the end of the story. Despite her stay in the natural world of the rural mountains, Shigeko's association with disease-both environmental and through blood-does not diminish; moreover, she is ultimately powerless to prevent family disintegration, illness, and death. Throughout the story, Shigeko (defined by her body) is constantly being read in different ways by the gaze of others. In the end, she appears to accept the "unsurprising" positive interpretation/interpellation by the professor who is her suitor. On a deeper level, however, his marriage proposal shows how yet another signifier (healthy body suitable for reproduction) has suddenly been attributed to her, without any meaningful engagement with or access to her identity. The ambiguity of this body remains unresolved; Shigeko's attainment of her final self-image in the story is not a revelation about her true self but a reading by an outside observer, using the latest trendy label for a certain female body type.
On the surface, this story fits in very well with the late 1930s praise of healthy female bodies as mothers and mothers-to-be. But the work does not simply endorse such a validation of women, nor does it present a character who ultimately accepts these enforced identities as part of state policy. "The Divine Comedy of the Body" performs, through its extensive, meandering narrative and sudden, ambivalent end, the presentation of different signifiers and shifts in meaning. The fat female body is read differently throughout, and even in settling on a positive label, the text rejects any assumption that this particular meaning is desirable, stable, or "real." What do "healthy" and "natural" really mean, after all, and do they have anything to do with the actual thing being signified? The multiple, contradictory ways in which Shigeko is interpreted and interpellated throughout the work illustrate the very means by which the female body is discursively constructed.
Ultimately, what this work articulates is skepticism toward all endeavors to signify female bodies-an intervention that is all the more critical coming at a historical moment when the state was beginning to intensify rhetoric and policies to protect and elevate women as valuable mothers of the nation.
The Unbearable Lightness of Signification
In 1940, the Ministry of Welfare began to commend "yūryō tashi katei" (families with many eugenically fit children), providing formal certificates of recognition through prefectural offices. The goal was to promote the "sanji hōkoku" (serving the nation through reproduction) ideology by elevating such families as exemplars of patriotism. But when we read the comments by those families recognized in an official ministry publication, it becomes clear that the praise of fertility as a positive, commendable practice was a fairly new phenomenon. Many of the mothers, often with more than ten children per household, allude to the fact that their reproductive capacity used to be an embarrassment. They talk about hiding their pregnant bodies from public scrutiny and being unable to go out; one woman even says she was too embarrassed to ask for help from the village midwife and made a practice of delivering her children by herself. 33 The underlying suggestion is that in the past, due to family size and constant pregnancy, these women were considered animal-like, non-advanced, and poor. But many recognize that now, thanks to the trends of the "current times" (gojisei), 34 the meaning given to their bodies has changed into a positive one. 35 What constituted good female bodies was in flux from the late 1930s on, along with concepts associated with health, disease, reproduction, eugenics, and maternity. In "The Divine Comedy of the Body," Okamoto directs attention to the "light" ways in which meaning is created and pasted onto the female-national body. By "light," I mean two things: (1) the shifting, unanchored ways in which meaning is given, simply following trends or the needs of the times, and (2) the ways in which real-life flesh-and-blood bodies are treated without adequate weightiness. By exposing this unsatisfactory process of signification, Okamoto questions the sudden mystique projected on to the fat "healthy" woman, and she encourages readers to read and look carefully, beyond the surface.
Shigeko's fat as "excess" does not represent a disheartening failure of the female body to resist the national duty of reproduction, nor is it a purely positive endorsement of female self-signification. Rather, it is an elusive yet potent warning sign: at a time when one-dimensional ways of understanding the world were being encouraged, the text warns against such simple constructions of meaning. Shigeko's flesh itself remains essentially
unchanged, but what it signifies changes unreliably through time, and depending on the observer. By emphasizing the body's semiotic ambivalence and constantly shifting meaning, "The Divine Comedy of the Body" challenges readers to reexamine officially sanctioned ideals of womanhood and representations of the individual/national female body, and, by extension, the production of meaning itself in late 1930s Japan.
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